you've read the rest of this issue and the plane hasn't landed yet or perhaps you do indeed recognize that your writing skills could be tuned up. I cannot offer you a repair manual or quick tips that will have you writing like Faulkner. Let me remind you, 90% is sweat. So what can you do?
One option is to have your company call in an expert to conduct an in-house short course. I endorse this wholeheartedly and not just because I'm available. Consider also that some professional societies, such as the SEG, offer short courses at their annual meetings (perhaps this column will spark renewed interest in the SEG's short course, which you recall has been canceling due to insufficient enrollment). Another option is to take a scheduled writing course at a local college or institution. Writing courses have become a popular offering for night schools, although caveat emptor. Those that are labeled "technical" usually concentrate on how to produce computer and software manuals, engineering reports, technical product advertising, and other topics of limited application for you and me. If a scheduled writing class is your choice, then I suggest contacting the Society of Technical Communication (home page: http: //stc.org) or the National A s s o c i a t i o n o f Science Writers (http: // www.nasw.org) to get their recommendations.
However, my cynical side-all six of them, according to my wife-tells me that while you may be all fired up now, you may not actually enroll or complete a course on writing. Let us, therefore, move on to Plan B, the more-convenient-not-too-disruptive-of-work-and-personalschedule-and-easily-resumed-when-you-must-stop plan. As I see it, that leaves two resources: the Internet and books.
Ah, the (ubiquitous) Internet: The information superhighway, the supermarket of frequently poor, often atrocious, rarely edited writing-a topic that I just may have to discuss in a future column. Actually I should say, Ah! The Internet: That invaluable resource for the writer looking for help, including the resources for finding someone who will examine your manuscript and give you an honest and unbiased opinion.
Because space prevents me from going into detail, I will leave it to you and your favorite search engine to "cruise the Net." However, here is a short list of sites that I garnered from a wonderful book, Writer's Internet Sourcebook, by Michael Levin (No Starch Press):
The Craft of Scientific Writing (http: //darkstar.engr. wisc.edu /alley /). A multitude of resources including a selfstudy course. Levin describes it as "A superlative site." I agree.
Internet Resources for Technical Communicators (http://www.interlog.com/~soltys/techcomm.html). Ample resources including online help and lists of newsgroups and discussion groups (may be a good place for the non-English-speaking author to find help).
Technical Writing Page (http: //techwriting.miningco. com). An outstanding introduction to technical writing, many links to technical and scientific Web sites for technical writers, a resource list that includes help systems, tutorials, advice, etc. Also recommended by Levin.
Other sites that belong in your "Bookmarks" include:
Do I need a tune-up and where to get one if I do Call me old-fashioned, but my personal choice is still books: Convenient, inexpensive, without power requirements, portable, pleasant to the touch, and they never, ever crash. Some models are still working after 500 years in use. And you can take them to the reading room (try taking your computer to the reading room and see the looks you get!). I like books for self-teaching because they allow easy access to their full volume. Once read, a book is forever a resource. For all my high praise, finding the right books may not be the easiest option. I recently strolled into a local branch of a large national bookstore chain to check out books on technical writing. I was surprised to find a paucity of choices; there were, however, a gazzilion texts on writing software manuals.
Later that day I tried the Internet, specifically Amazon.com (http://www.amazon.com), a de facto search engine for texts. Doing searches on "technical writing," "scientific writing," and "scientificediting" produced more than 700 texts. This was wonderful except that I don't buy before I try.
I like to spot read, examine the index and table of contents, etc. Internet purchasing precludes that, so if you are also a try-before-you-buy person, let me save you some trouble and recommend the following favorites from my book shelf.
At the punctuation, grammatical, and syntactical levels Doomed. Both are by K. E. Gorden. All three books are wonderful references for those "lie-or-lay," "comma-no-comma," "What is a gerund, anyway?" questions.
At the planning-organizing-writing level, I refer to four texts. All are quite complete, dealing with the full range of topics in technical writing (e.g., text, tables, and graphics). Despite some individual weaknesses, I highly recommend them all.
First Press/Periwinkle Press). In my opinion, the real cornerstone of good writing is good self-editing-again, a possible topic for a later column. Writing gets the information on the paper or in the computer, but editing makes the document readable. These texts point out ways, means, and pitfalls of editing your document.
Well, this ends my three-article harangue on self-evaluation and self-help. In the next columns we will change directions. My feedback indicates the first two installments have been favorably received. If you have any topics that you would like me to address in future columns, contact me, and I will see what I can do.
